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Lao people say, “When the river is in flood, the fish eat the ants.
When the river runs dry, the ants eat the fish”. For many of the
80% of the Lao population who are rural, this saying
encapsulates their deep connection with seasonal change and
cycles of shortage and surplus.  Shifting cultivation, the dominant
farming system in the northern mountainous regions of Laos, is
susceptible to the vagaries of climate, soils and steep slopes. In
Xieng Khouang province, for example, where shifting cultivation
is widespread, upland rice yields are among the lowest in the
country (<1.2 t/ha), the average household size (6.5 – 8.1) is the
highest in the country, female literacy rates are among the lowest
in the country and 6 of the 7 districts have nett negative food
balances (Sisouphanthong and Taillard, 2000).  
The most pressing problem facing farmers in these areas is
declining rice yields, due largely to declining soil fertility and
increasing weed problems. Both of these are the result of shorter
fallow periods (which averaged 12 years in 1981-2 but have
fallen as low as 3-4 years in the more-intensively farmed areas).
In the recent past, farmers were able to overcome occasional
disasters in their rice crops by gathering forest products and
hunting wild animals for home consumption and sale. These
coping mechanisms have, however, rapidly diminished in the last
20 years, resulting in newly emerging poverty.
So, how do farmers cope with this increasingly vulnerable
farming system? Many strategies are emerging depending on
local and household opportunities. Some are robust strategies and
are likely to persist, such as diversifying farm activities to reduce
reliance on upland rice and concentrating labour and manure on
the smaller areas of more fertile fields. Other strategies are short-
term coping mechanisms that have developed in the absence of
better alternatives, such as selling labour and growing cash crops
in the hope that traders will come to buy them.  But, the most
widespread strategy, which is becoming increasingly important,
is to raise animals. Livestock are the easiest way for most upland
farmers to accumulate capital, (delivering a high return per unit
of labour input) and they can be sold in a market environment
where there is constant demand and stable prices (unlike most
crops). Typically, the better-off farmers will have 5-10 cattle and
buffalo whereas nearly all farmers raise small animals (chickens,
pigs, ducks or goats).
The link between livestock and reducing poverty
A study by the State Planning Committee (SPC) in 2001 asked
farmers across Laos to define poverty, identify its causes and
prioritise the ways they would like to overcome poverty.
Livestock emerged as the primary indicator of wealth, livestock
disease ranked second as a cause of poverty, and livestock
acquisition ranked second as a solution to poverty. This was
particularly so among the ethnic groups which inhabit the remote
mountain areas. Among the poor, women were, on average, worse
off than men. The raising of small livestock is typically women’s
work. At certain times of the year (especially at the start of the
wet season) they spend 30-50% of their working time collecting
feed for pigs. These small animals are particularly susceptible to
catastrophic disease epidemics and, when disease strikes, “the
loss to the family is every bit as traumatic as the collapse of a
bank in which all of one’s savings were held”.
The need for new options in smallholder livestock
production
The strong emphasis placed by smallholder farmers on livestock
as a “stepping-stone” out of poverty has encouraged government
and non-government organisations throughout the country to
work on improving smallholder livestock systems. In an earlier
article in LEISA Magazine (Vol.16, No.3, pp.26-27) we
described research that is being done with farmers in the northern
mountainous regions of Laos to identify forages (both grasses
and legumes) that can help minimise some of the livestock
feeding problems. In this first year, working with 222 farmers in
18 villages, the most promising forage technologies that have
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emerged are those which: 
• help farmers overcome seasonal feed shortages (such as the
grass Panicum maximum “Simuang” for cut-and-carry feeding of
cattle and buffalo when they are sick, working or penned) 
• help reduce labour requirements in looking after animals
(such as the legume Stylosanthes guianensis CIAT184 which can
be grown near pens as a source of high quality feed for pigs) and,
• can provide feed at particular times of year when traditional
feed resources are in short supply (such as Brachiaria brizantha
“Marandu” for providing green feed to cattle and buffalo in the
dry season)
The most promising varieties for Southeast Asia and their
potential impacts on smallholder farmers (based on field
experiences of over 5 years) have been described in two books
that are available in English and five regional languages (Horne
and Stür, 1999, Stür and Horne, in press).
Forages will, however, only ever be one component of
livestock feed resources and, especially for small animals, new
supplementary feed resources are needed. To provide an energy
source for their pigs, for example, Hmong women in the remote
district of Nonghet grow maize. They have two traditional
varieties but neither satisfies their needs. We are now expanding
our work in partnership with such farmers to evaluate and
develop other feed resources (especially new legume, maize and
sweet potato varieties) to help them diversify their livestock feed
resource base.  
In the study by SPC about 70% of the villages surveyed
identified livestock disease as an urgent and high priority
problem. Epidemic diseases (particularly fowl cholera and
Newcastle disease in chicken, swine fever in pigs and the parasite
Toxocara vitulorum in buffalo calves) can cause annual losses of
80% or more. Haemorrhagic septicaemia results in occasional
major losses of cattle. Two complementary approaches are being
developed to deal with these disease problems. The first is to build
a national network of Village Veterinary Workers who are linked
to district offices, which can supply them with veterinary
medicines. This is a strategy that will have longer-term impacts
but is dependent on the development of a supply chain that can
deliver good-quality vaccines and veterinary chemicals to remote
areas. In the shorter term, some organisations are working with
farmers to develop livestock management and simple medication
strategies that do not eradicate these diseases but limit the impact.  
Where is this leading?
Working with upland farmers in Laos to improve livestock health,
feeding and management strategies is likely to have major positive
impacts on poverty in the short to medium term.  Research and
development like this is not, however, an “end-game” in which a
solution is developed for a problem and that’s the end of the story.
For every solution there are new opportunities, problems and
issues. In 25 years time, many farmers we are working with now
may no longer keep livestock, but they have used livestock to
build capital to allow them to take the risk of moving into new
enterprises. The key to sustainable development in this context is
the mentoring of groups of people at community, district and
province-level who have the experience, skills, confidence and
mandate to work together to resolve new problems (or take
advantage of new opportunities) as they arise. In this sense, the
process of research and development is as important as the
technologies that are developed.
It is common for district officers to make trips to villages only
when they are asked to collect data or when there is a technology
package to be ‘extended’, often through the development of
model farms. These unrelated village visits and the lack of
adoption of ‘tech-packs’ by farmers develops an expectation
among district officers that ‘we cannot make a difference’.  The
general trend towards genuine participatory research that is
happening throughout the world offers an alternative that
empowers district officers to see that they can make a difference.
We are assisting four districts in Laos to implement a new
process in which the district officers, their institutions and
farmers work through a series of steps in an annual process to
find solutions to their livestock problems and capitalise on
emerging opportunities (see Figure 1). Details of each step in the
process are described in more detail in a book that will be
published later this year (Horne and Stür, in prep). The key to the
process is to encourage district officers to experiment and adapt
the approaches to suit their needs.  Working with farmers as
active partners will be a learning experience for all concerned.
So what happens when “the river runs dry”?  Poverty in Laos
is not endemic and not generally synonymous with hunger, but
farmers are susceptible to an increasingly risky environment.
Livestock are an important insurance against calamity when “the
river runs dry”. Developing new technical options with farmers
in a process that builds linkages and confidence between farmers
and development workers is helping to build resilience into their
farming systems. 
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Figure 1: The process of finding solutions to livestock problems
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